Expression of programmed cell death-ligand 1 in oral squamous cell carcinoma and oral leukoplakia is associated with disease progress and CD8+ tumor-infiltrating lymphocytes.
In recent years, monoclonal antibodies targeting programmed cell death-ligand 1 (PD-L1) have become a promising cancer immunotherapy. However, the role of PD-L1 in oral squamous cell carcinoma (OSCC) and oral potentially malignant disorders (OPMDs), including oral leukoplakia (OLK), remains controversial. The aim of the present study was to investigate the expression level of PD-L1 in OSCC and OPMDs, and examine its relationship with CD8 expression and different clinicopathological features. Expression of PD-L1 and CD8 were conducted in 41 OSCC, 21 OLK, and 25 normal mucosa samples by immunohistochemistry. Then, the density of PD-L1 expression was measured, and its correlation with CD8 expression and different clinicopathological features was analyzed. PD-L1 protein was detected in 97.6% of OSCC, 61.9% of OLK, and 0% of normal tissues. PD-L1 was highly expressed in human OSCC tissue (P < 0.0001), when compared to both OLK and control tissues. PD-L1 positivity was significantly associated with CD8 density (P < 0.0001, r = 0.8491). The PD-L1 high expression OSCC group displayed a trend for improved overall survival (OS) and disease-free survival (DFS) compared to the low expression group, although the differences were not significant. Moreover, the expression level of PD-L1 in OSCC was positively correlated with the pathological grade (P < 0.0001), but it was independent of age, gender, smoking, drinking, tumor size, lymph node status, or recurrence (P > 0.05). Also, there was a significant upregulation of PD-L1 expression observed in the OLK group compared to the control group (P < 0.0001). PD-L1 positivity in OLK patients was associated with gender and smoking habits (P < 0.05), but it did not correlate with age, drinking, or dysplasia (P > 0.05). The upregulation of PD-L1 may be associated with disease progress and CD8+ tumor-infiltrating lymphocytes in oral premalignant and malignant lesions.